In November 1991, the Western Manuscripts Department of the Wellcome Institute was offered, and subsequently purchased, a collection of manuscripts which had belonged to the eighteenth-century Scottish physiologist and clinician Robert Whytt. The contents of a single cardboard box were unpacked and examined with some excitement. Here were primary materials on all aspects of Whytt's career, where before researchers had been limited to the study of printed volumes and some scattered letters and papers. It quickly became clear that this was the largest group ofWhytt documents to have emerged to date. ' Born in Edinburgh, Robert Whytt had a lifelong association with the city and its medical establishment. He made the progression from the university and into general practice after rounding off his education in London, Paris and Leyden, gaining his MD, in 1737. Ten years later, he was elected to the chair of Institutes of Medicine at Edinburgh Medical School, a post he held for the rest of his working life. Whytt's professional expertise was recognised by election to the Fellowship of the Royal Society of London (1752) and to the Presidency of the Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh (1763) . This steady record of achievement disguises an uneasy character: variously accused of hypochondria and irritability in his lifetime,2 Whytt could be a ready and persistent controversialist, most famously with Albrecht von Haller (1708 -1777 The earliest notebooks in Whytt's hand contain material collected as a student of Edinburgh University Medical School c. 1731-34, and their chief interest is as a record of the teaching of Alexander Monro primus (1697-1767), first Professor of Anatomy at the University, "much fam'd for a good Professor and ... his merit equal to his fame".7 Monro was a popular lecturer and student accounts of his courses are not uncommon; D. W. Taylor has compiled a detailed bibliography of 40 known texts and has attempted to reconstruct Monro's curriculum from them.8 The Whytt notebooks are an interesting addition to the canon, belonging to the earliest period of surviving transcriptions. Within three volumes (MSS. 6858-6860) many individual lectures are clearly dated, for example Monro's physiological papers given on successive days (excepting the sabbath) 13-22 March 1732. This daily account of attendances is similar in type to other manuscripts in the Wellcome Institute, notably MSL. 74 in the Medical Society of London collection, allowing detailed comparison to be made.9 Discourses which Taylor notes as being more rare, or more problematic in dates of delivery are also represented, including Monro on tumours. In addition to lectures, the notebooks are a source of information on undergraduate reading. BJHS, 1979, 12: 154-191 The major published work in manuscript form is in an even more fragmentary state. The Observations on ... diseases .., called nervous, hypochondriac or hysteric (MS. 6877) has survived in five parts, from a single folio to a 129 folio segment. The pages are heavily corrected and contain much that was omitted from the eventual printing; this was due in part to the advice of Sir John Pringle (1707-82), who offered detailed criticisms of an early draft which he received in 1759. Whytt's fellow-Scot later assisted in the publication of his friend's posthumous works, so his editorial methods are of interest. Pringle commented on the medical content and mode ofexpression ofWhytt's essay in equal measures, and his tart observations on books by Ebenezer Gilchrist (1707-74) and Sir Edward Barry (1696-1776) contrast with his reported role of making Whytt's papers "less controversial". 16 Suppressions, where they appear, are limited to inadvertent double entendres ("Gentle rubbing ofthe lower belly-This expression may raise a waggish laugh") and to matters of language. The note of praise given by one contemporary reviewer that Whytt's writings were "free ... from the least peculiarity of the Scottish idiom" was deliberately earned.'7
Pringle's letters, "freedoms" received in a "good natured manner", form the largest group from 26 missives written by various individuals (MSS. 6867-6868). Many of them describe specific medical cases, and it was Whytt's habit to annotate such pleas for assistance with his prescriptions and other recommendations. These few surviving letters and their associated case-notes give the impression of an eminent clientele: Whytt treated General James St Clair (d. 1762), for example, and conducted a post-mortem examination of William Adam (d. 1748) founder of the architectural dynasty. Physicians who consulted Whytt and are represented here were men of some professional standing, not only in Great Britain, but overseas, including the Americas.'8 Rather surprisingly, given Whytt's European reputation, there are no specimens of letters from continental scholars or doctors. However, it is difficult to make any meaningful assessment of the range of Whytt's medical contacts from such scanty resources. One point which is evident from some additional whole letters and many scraps of correspondence which appear as correction slips within the Observations and other manuscripts, is that a proportion of the papers were mutilated or destroyed by Whytt himself.
The overall impression given by the collection, is of a variety of professional papers from which it is possible to sample Whytt's activities-almost as if a selection had been made. Thus, in addition to the manuscripts noted above, there are odd volumes from larger sets (MS. 6869) or by other members of Whytt's family (MS. 6880); together with non-medical essays and stray printed volumes (MS. 6878/2 and 1 1). What remain of Whytt's manuscripts are presumably representative, but incomplete, whether by accident or otherwise. It is known that his papers were divided at least once after his death "by a physician in Glasgow who had got hold ofsome of them by the imprudence of one who had access to them".'9 There is little information associated with the Wellcome collection that would allow scholars to deduce its provenance. The manuscripts were supposedly discovered in an attic in Edinburgh; they arrived at the Wellcome Institute with two letters by Arthur Wing Pinero to a Dr Smith, possibly bearing on their former history. To date, no progress has been made in tracing what may be a previous owner. It is to be hoped though, that the Robert Whytt collection, now available to scholars in the Wellcome Institute Library, will provide an abundance of information on Scottish medical education in the eighteenth century, and perhaps stimulate a new biographical study of an important and relatively neglected figure.
